POLITICS AND THE NEW AFRICAN NOVEL:
A STUDY OF THE FICTION OF FRANCIS BEBEY W. CURTIS SCHADE Indiana University Abiola Ire le, writing ten years ago, characterized the previous two decades of the African novel as «moving in a single direction, that is towards a comprehensive exploration of the implications, social and spiritual, of the African encounter with the West.»' One could further narrow the scope of this generalization and consider the question of politics to be of central concern to the majority of African novelists. In doing so I will borrow Irving Howe's definition of a political novel as «a novel in which political ideas play a dominant role or in which the political milieu is the dominant setting.»2 While almost tautological, this definition serves to distinguish the approach used here from broader notions, such as that of Camara Laye:
One does not have to talk about specific political problems in order to be political. All literature is, in a sense, «committed» in the way in which it asserts the style of a particular culture and way of life...'
From its inception in the early 1950's, Francophone African fiction has been strongly marked by political themes. During the final years preceding independence the works of Mongo Beti and Ferdinand Oyono sharply stated the case against the denigration of African values inherent in all aspects of the European colonial system. Their works, published in France, were primarily aimed at a European audience and helped to awaken the consciences of French people to the evils being perpetrated by their government.
With the coming of independence their anti-colonialist message and often satirical style gave way to writings reflecting other political themes, focusing upon the drama of the transition of power and subsequent black rule. Whether optimistic or disillusioned, many of these novels featured real events and people, often only thinly disguised, and sought to given an inside view of that historic moment. Other related tendencies developed in the late 1960's, most notably a strongly autocritical, often radical, body of fiction represented by such writers as Sembene Ousmane and Alioum Fantoure, and the more distant, philosophical study of society and politics of a writer such as Ahmadou Kourouma. In all of these examples it is the contemporary political situation, whether viewed globally or as it affects the life of a single, often faceless, individual, which is the primary moving force within the novel.
While political concerns continue to exert strong influence on La Poupee ashanti is, at least on the surface, the most conventionally political of Bebey's works. Set in Accra, Ghana, shortly before Le Docteur's (read: Dr. Nkrumah) accession to the presidency of the new republic, it deals with the marketwomen and their political organization, with the country's leader himself, and includes a large political march and demonstration midway through the novel. And yet the main interest does not lie in politics. Despite the political background, it is essentially the love story of Edna, a young marketwoman, and Spio, a young and somewhat idealistic bureaucrat, which moves the plot. The political issue which is intertwined with this personal relationship centers on the marketwoman who has lost her seller's permit because the man to whom her daughter is engaged has been arrested for being a member of the opposition party in Parliament. This issue and, more generally, that of Le Docteur and the principle of his oneparty state, are the subject of heated discussion between Edna, her aunt, and her grandmother, Mam, the leader of the Marketwomen's Association. These political issues are of serious interest now, and at the time Le Docteur (Nkrumah) was coming to real power topical as well. But a close reading of the text produces two interesting discoveries: first, these key political issues are downplayed by stylistic means and are thus shown to be of less than central importance; second, the novel never resolves these issues, an unusual situation in the highly polemic world of African fiction.
Bebey's method is ingenious. The main discussion concerning Le Docteur and his government takes place during Sunday lunch. Tante Princess states one side of the case in this exchange with Edna:
-When all is said and done, I don't see what he's done for the country.
-He liberated us, Aunt Princess. The discussion is then interrupted when Tante Princess catches a fish bone in her throat and the political talk is delayed. It resumes a page later and Tante Princess is told of the case of Mrs. Amiofi and her seller's permit. During this narration we learn that she once had a small business in the Nima quarter of the city, which then leads to another digression, this time by the narrator who gives a long description of Nima. The story of Mrs. Amiofi is then continued, and we learn the rest of the situation and the crux of the problem facing the marketwomen: will they, who helped bring this government to power, now lead a demonstration against it? But again, just as we are about to learn their intentions, and before any final verdict on the government is delivered by the women at lunch, the report of Edna's fight in a nightclub the evening before comes up. This is followed by the story of Spio's growing interest in Edna and the chapter ends without further political reference.
The same ambiguity is seen in another example. Never during the course of the entire work do we see Le Docteur in person, nor do we hear him speak. Rather we are given a quite detailed description of a statue of him, located in front of the Parliament building, facing the sea. The statue is described without comment and then the narration returns to the marketwomen's march on Parliament.
The statue had been placed in the courtyard of the Parliament Building facing the sea. Executed with good taste and simplicity, it represented the Doctor in about one and a half times life size. Placed on a marble plinth, the statue itself was in bronze and depicted the great man standing, dressed in a simply cut traditional Ghanaian costume, and walking, one hand raised to heaven, while in the other hand the «Con-ditor» was holding a walking stick. This stick had already become legendary and was regarded so much as one of the attributes of the Doctor that the Duke of Edinburgh himself had noted that the Ghanaian Prime Minister was never seen without it.
The man's pose was that of a shepherd leading his flock, or even more that of Moses in the desert, walking ahead of the people of Israel. A noble, confident attitude, that of a man convinced that nothing could stop him reaching the goal he had set for himself, his country, and the rest of Africa. The passage from La Poupee ashanti is remarkably neutral in tone. The conjunction of the observation of the statue's good taste and simplicity with the fact that it is bigger than life-size might be ironic, but that does not seem certain. Likewise, the expression «sa deuxieme main» («his second hand») strikes some French readers as odd and possibly humorous, but this reaction is by no means universal. The best evidence of Bebey's intention is, in fact, not internal to this novel but is found rather in an unpublished journalistic piece entitled «Accra,» written by Bebey during his stay there in the fall of 1959. His original intention was to publish this reportage, but he found it too critical. As he said to me, «I told myself that it wasn't up to an African to publish such a piece.»8 What is of central importance here is a passage from this 95-page report, equal in length and largely identical to the passage just cited from La Poupee ashanti. A comparison of these two passages, a study of the key differences, serves to throw light upon Bebey's intentions in the novel. One important difference is found towards the beginning of the «Accra» passage:
It was the first time I ever saw the statue of a statesman still alive and living in his own country. I don't know why this thought came to me the first day that I saw this monument. I To return to our discussion of La Poupee ashanti, following the description of Le Docteur's statue, the demonstration reaches its climax and Edna is wounded by a bullet as the forces of law-andorder try, in a frantic and disorganized manner, to prevent the crowd from entering the Parliament building. The novel contains little else of a political nature, except for the satirical account of the Commission convened to study the Amiofi affair. Spio, who has been demoted to a bush post for his attempt to help the marketwomen, is recalled to the capital and he and Edna will marry once it has been decided that she will continue to work in the market with Mam.
The last of the three novels, Le Roi Albert d'Effidi, is the most interesting in terms of its handling of political themes. As in La Poupee ashanti, it appears to be a novel deeply concerned with political matters, focusing as it does on the coming of the first elections in Cameroon, the first step on the path to nationhood. As we will see, however, political issues are so deeply enmeshed with others, some of a personal nature and others affecting village life, that it becomes impossible to isolate the political elements and find any kind of clearly polemic thrust.
The first thing that strikes the reader in search of politically related elements is that virtually no mention is made of anything political until the elections are discussed for the first time, some two-thirds of the way through the book. And what is more, when this element finally does appear, the opposing candidates for this first political office are the same people opposed for other, more personal reasons in the preceding pages of the novel. It is important He says, in a key passage: «...I have a foreboding of an even greater change than that known by our fathers when the whites came.»" Profound changes are taking place and, while their ultimate dimensions are not explored, the chief and others are most uneasy about the future.
A brief look at the book will show some of the complexity which both makes for its richness and clearly removes it from the world of politically committed African literature. The first part of the book centers upon Albert's and Bikounou's competition for Nani. This personal conflict becomes somewhat more generalized since Albert is a member of the generation in power while Bikounou is younger, more modern and, in a Western sense, in love with Nani. Toutouma, Nani's father, dislikes both suitors, Albert for his supposed wealth, and Bikounou for his lack of respect for the traditional ways. Bikounou, realizing that Albert will be chosen to marry Nani, deflowers her one afternoon in a manioc field-with her complete consent, by the way-hoping to be forced The second part centers on the elections, and the conflicts already evident in the first part are renewed. The generation conflict, for example, is intensified and rendered more «official» with Bikounou running for office against Albert, Toutouma, and others. The ideological terms «capitalist» and «communist» (as Toutouma is considered by some) are bandied about, and we see scenes of the electoral campaign. But-and this is crucial-the whole political aspect of this section, providing as it does an excellent opportunity to debate opposing ideologies, opposing visions of the new Africa, is undermined. As in La Poupee ashanti, the tendency to favor clearly one political view over another is absent. Each of the three main candidates is, as in life, a complex mixture of philosophical, political and personal inconsistencies. Albert is rich by village standards and decides to show this by purchasing an automobile to use during the campaign. Generally wise, his motives and behavior may not have always been pure in taking Nani from Bikounou. His father-in-law, Toutouma, is politically opposed to Albert's «capitalism» and shows himself to be progressive in his attitudes towards women-his wife and daughters eat at the table with him, for example-but he is traditional in many respects, too, including the marriage of his daughter. His union activities and the philosophy behind them are a curious blend of something very foreign with a traditional African emphasis on community and the common good. Bikounou, bitterly disappointed at losing Nani, runs a vindictive campaign, calling Albert a capitalist because of his new car, even though he himself has the area's only other motorized vehicle, a Vespa, and of course works for the colonial administration. Rather than being an authentic spokesman for the younger generation, he behaves in an outrageous and irresponsible manner towards everyone. For example, the «debate» between Bikounou and Albert in the village of Zaabat ends in a fight between their respective supporters, fueled in part by Bikounou's highly non-political announcement that he has continued up to that very day to have sexual relations with Nani. As the elections grew close, the young men of Effidi, in a surprising move, decide to punish Bikounou and his companion We for their unbearable behavior and beat them badly.
The elections themselves are never seen. In another intentional downplaying of the political function, Chapter 12 Bebey's distrust of high-flown rhetoric and of ideology is accompanied by a belief in people and in the necessity and efficacy of hard work. Edna is illiterate and yet she is both an economically productive and politically active member of society. The same message is seen in Trois petits cireurs, a children's story not treated here. The shoeshine boys are young, poor, and uneducated, and yet they work each day to earn their livelihood. Though their task is hardly glamorous, they do it conscientiously, and that seems to be the key to real economic and political development for Bebey: words, ideologies and leaders are all powerless to solve problems and build nations-only people can. We have mentioned white mistreatment of blacks, but we also have the example of Africans being mistreated, and even shot, by their own government in La Poupee ashanti, the only one of those works set in an independent country. But whereas numbers of other African novels have treated this kind of situation in terms of neocolonialism, the plight of Mrs. Amiofi, Spio's demotion, and even Edna's bullet wound, are better seen as examples of bureaucratic incompetence and corruption, and of police confusion. The incidents described here could happen anywhere and, while regrettable in themselves, hardly constitute an indictment of Le Docteur or of his government's underlying political philosophy.
Bebey's universe is not a tragic one. Many politically centered African novels end in the physical or moral destruction of the pro- While beyond the scope of this paper, there are two other considerations which cannot go unmentioned since they might both be considered legitimately political within the African context. The first of these, the question of the place of publication, and with that the whole question of intended audience, has been discussed at length by many African writers and critics of this literature." The second, a closely related issue, is that of the language chosen by the author for the creation of his or her work. Bebey has chosen to publish almost all of his fiction at Editions CLE, in Yaounde, Cameroon, and has in this way both made clear his intended audience and given good support to the cause of indigenous publishing. He has, at the same time, made a very conscious choice to write in French and feels himself in no way compromised in so doing. 22 Bebey's situation in this respect is somewhat different from that of many African authors in that he comes from a very small ethno-linguistic group (the Douala) and thus has a small natural audience. If he wrote in Hausa, Yoruba, or Swahili he would not be in quite the same situation. But even so the issue is clearly a philosophical one for him, too. While his primary audience is clearly African it is inconceivable, given his views on racism and his world view, that his message of the dignity of all men, a message more philosophical than political, should reach only that group.
